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Eddings: Lindberg, The Confidence Man in American Literature

GARY LINDBERG. THE CONFIDENCE MAN IN AMERI
CAN LITERATURE. NEW YORK: OXFORD UNI
VERSITY PRESS, 1982. 319 pp. $19.95
Much like the slippery character he sets out to define and expli
cate, Gary Lindberg’ treatment of the confidence man in American
literature presents us with two faces. His is, first, a cultural and
literary study. In addition, there is a discrepancy between the convic
tion of its benign and smiling surface, a tribute to the verve and relish
of Lindberg’s prose, and its underlying elusiveness that finally raises
as many questions as it answers.
Lindberg’s central thesis appears in his convincing and percep
tive analysis of the relationship between American culture and the
confidence man. The con artist is presented as a figure “radically
entangled with the the myth of the ‘New World’ ” (p. 4), especially in
its emphasis on self-creation and social mobility. This emphasis,
coupled with the weakening of “familiar patterns of identification” (p.
5) that required man to possess the ability to convince others of who he
is, resulted in a culture where the “acceptance of promise” became the
“definitive New World transaction” (p. 6)—precisely the milieu of the
confidence man. Having established the relationship between Ameri
can society and the con man, Lindberg defines his subject as “a
manipulator or contriver who creates an inner effect, an impression,
an experience of confidence, that surpasses the grounds for it. In
short, a confidence man makes belief" (p. 7). Furthermore, Lindberg
suggests, the con man assumes many guises—booster, gamesman,
self-made man, shape-shifter (or jack-of-all-trades), and gadgeteer.
With this definition, Lindberg proceeds to examine both the con
man as a literary character and the changes he has undergone as a
result of the evolution of American society. Part I, on Melville and Poe,
looks at “the confidence man as a representative figure”; Part II,
“How To Do It,” examines “the development of the central aspira
tions, beliefs, and habits that get muddled together in the confidence
man”; Part III, “Tricking Tricksters,” focuses on the “Souring [of] the
confidence enterprise”; Part IV, “Contemporary Conning,” ends the
book by treating “American culture since 1945”
11-12). Tidy as the
schematic outline may be, its twin strands of cultural and literary
analysis do not always work effectively.
This is not to imply that Lindberg’s readings are not keen. His
remarks on The Confidence Man, The Pioneers, Huckleberry Finn,
and the Snopes trilogy are insightful and add greatly to our under
standing of these works and the centrality of the confidence game and
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confidence culture to them. In such instances, cultural and literary
analysis mesh nicely. Less satisfying is the chapter on Poe. Enlight
ening in its examination of Poe’s manipulation of literary forms and
his breaking down of imaginative restraints, it nonetheless ignores
the many current readings of Poe as an artistic confidence man; G. R.
Thompson and David Ketterer reveal far more about Poe’ artistic
conning than does Lindberg’s model, William Carlos Williams. On the
whole, however, one does not quibble with Lindberg’s usually astute
literary analysis. Rather, the relationship of that analysis to the idea
of the confidence man is not always clear or precise.
The reason for this blurring is that Lindberg’s definition of the
confidence man is, finally, too inclusive, the many guises attributed to
him too encompassing. Ben Franklin may well be a perfect example of
the self-made self, and his career may well be a paradigm of how to
operate in a new country, but are we then to see Franklin as a confi
dence man, or only as the exponent of a way of living that makes the
confidence man possible? Emerson may be a spiritual jack-of-alltrades, but is he then also a confidence man? Similar questions arise
in Lindberg’ handling of Thoreau, Whitman, Bellow’s Augie March,
and Kerouac’s On the Road. Not that these readings are not stimulat
ing and provocative—they are. But we are still left with the disquiet
ing feeling that a necessary precision is lacking, that in making so
many diverse models fit within his definition, Lindberg has comprom
ised its usefulness. There is more to the idea of the confidence man
than the inspiration of belief; the manipulation of that belief, as
Lindberg notes in his definition, is also crucial. Lindberg is at his best
when he deals with the union of belief and its manipulation. He is
more elusive when that union breaks down or is absent.
Despite my reservations, Lindberg has provided us with an impor
tant and stimulating evaluation of a major American hero-figure, one
that goes satisfyingly beyond Susan Kuhlman’s too-limited Knave,
Fool, and Genius. If The Confidence Man in American Literature
reveals that we have more to learn about what may well be our
archetypal literary character, that is all to the good. One only hopes it
will provoke additional study, and that “Something further may fol
low of this Masquerade.”
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